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Abstract
There is a strong trend in policy-making circles for strategic, systemic, and large-scale interventions. Although such trends make sense in terms of economy of scale and scope, the political will necessary for making these large-scale interventions a reality is often lacking, and the problem of the transferability of interventions from one local context to another (e.g., from trial conditions to local communities, and then across local communities) remains largely unsolved (Cartwright & Munro 2010).
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On the ground what we find are many small-scale social-change efforts. Such change is not exempt from the need to be accountable to stakeholders such as service users, funders, and practitioners, who often express a wish to learn from their change efforts in order to improve them. Yet experimental or epidemiological approaches that are preferred for large-scale interventions are unsuitable for these smaller projects, especially new and innovative ones, as they fail to answer questions of process (how does it work?), salience (does it matter?), appropriateness (is this the right service for these children?), and satisfaction (are users, providers, and other stakeholders satisfied with the service?) (Hansen & Rieper, 2009).
These are exactly the sorts of questions from which small-scale interventions, especially new and innovative ones, benefit most, as they hold the promise of developing a richer, multiperspective and multidimensional understanding of the particularities of the context in which social interventions are delivered. New interventions often develop from small ideas, therefore requiring a great deal of work in terms of proof of concept and program theory development in order to attract more funding and to be rolled out on a wider basis. Conversely, the contexts of intervention delivery vary widely across communities, even within proximal geographic areas. Furthermore, intervention spaces are often contested spaces. Social problems are variously defined depending on the perspective being adopted (e.g., policy, practitioners, user), and social interventions are often preceded by prolonged negotiation of how to define, act, and ascribe value to social problems (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Mosse, 2005; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973). As such, it is these intervention projects, and the spaces they create, that are the most suitable candidates for qualitatively driven mixed-methods evaluation approaches, by which we mean evaluation approaches that draw on the logic of qualitative inquiry and account for the dynamics of social process, change, and social context (Mason, 2006). Furthermore, as the welfare state contracts in many Western economies (the main consumers of evaluation) and localized agendas proliferate, small-scale change is likely to become the recognized norm and the need for (qualitatively driven) mixed-methods evaluations will become even more important and widespread.
The arrival of the evidence-based movement on both sides of the Atlantic has heralded a new era in which qualitative inquiry for evaluation is once again overshadowed by large-scale quantitative measurement. To those untrained in qualitative methodologies and methods it is easy to confuse the interpretative practices that are at the heart of these methods, with little more than personal opinion, which is of no use to credible and trustworthy evaluation. Such misunderstandings have led to long, bitter, and ultimately unproductive methods wars, which detract attention from phenomena of interest, namely, the needs of social-intervention efforts themselves, which are wide and varied. In the interim, advocates of qualitative methods, seizing on the challenge of having been relegated to the basement of the hierarchy of evidence, have made leaps and bounds over the last decade when it comes to demonstrating quality and rigor. The development of theory-driven research, of triangulation and reflexivity in qualitative research, and of the application of clear and systematic models of analysis (e.g., P. Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Frost, 2009) has enhanced the transparency of qualitative methods, meaning that qualitative research, applied in these ways, offers a wealth of possibilities to evaluators.
In this article we aim to extend the debate about the use of qualitative methods in mixed-methods evaluation to show how they can enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of social interventions across the board. We call this approach pluralistic qualitative evaluation (PQE), and argue that using qualitative methods pluralistically in mixed-methods evaluation can bring a more holistic insight to social interventions, and insights that more closely represent the complexity of human experience and meaning making. We illustrate how rich, multilayered insight to experience can be obtained with this approach, and how the process of reaching this outcome is by necessity transparent and accountable. We support the importance of this approach to evaluation with the use of a study that explores youth participation in a youth inclusion program (Nolas, 2008). We demonstrate ways in which the pluralistic approach enables evaluation of the program, and will link key considerations within a framework of transformative evaluation (Mertens, 2009), which highlights the value of responsive processes through consideration of relationships between methods, and between evaluators and stakeholders.
Using Qualitative Methods in Evaluation
Using a single qualitative method for evaluation is virtually unheard of within traditional hierarchy-of-evidence approaches, where qualitative research is positioned just above opinion. At first glance this is easy to understand. For evaluation to have an impact on decision makers, there is a need for data that are reliable and understandable (Robson, 2002). The varying interests of the stakeholder groups invested in the evaluation and its outcomes often means that different members prioritize different aspects of the evaluation. Evaluation of a typical top-down–planned approach to social change will be of interest to an audience that includes representatives from groups of high-level decision makers such as policy makers, professionals implementing the program or policy, and service users accessing the program. Those developing and delivering the program may be more interested in the resources necessary to ensure its high quality. Those participating in the program may be more focused on how participation can enhance their well-being. This variation in perception and investment means that outcomes must be presented in ways that are relevant to the diversity of the audience, and the process by which they are reached must be comprehensive, accountable, and transparent. Researchers have pointed to the value of qualitative research in providing depth and perspective with the use of soft measures. Quality-assessment criteria relevant to methods that seek to access subjective meaning ensure its credibility. Chief amongst the quality-assessment criteria is that of reflexivity, in which the evaluators place themselves within the inquiry process. Paradigms that regard realities as constructed through social interaction are common in qualitative approaches, and awareness of the role of the evaluator is regarded as essential.
Acknowledging that seeking to generalize evaluation outcomes risks obscuring marginalized voices or local contexts enables innovative ways to evaluate the needs of those who commission, deliver, and receive social interventions. A typology-of-evidence approach (e.g., Petticrew & Roberts, 2003; Petticrew & Rogers, 2006) moves away from the constraints of the traditional hierarchy of evidence in which randomized control trials (RCTs) are held as the gold standard and experimental designs are widely employed to compare groups. Instead, it allows better exploration of the complexity of social interventions by promoting a focus on the relative contributions that different kinds of methods can make to different kinds of research questions. It seeks to identify the issues key to the evaluation, and to the various stakeholders in the evaluation, and to match them with the most appropriate research design. It allows questions not answerable with quantitative measures, such as “How does it work?” and “Does it matter?,” to be asked. Questions of outcome and cost effectiveness are left to other designs. With the careful consideration of appropriateness of design and question, a typology-of-evidence approach allows for the multiple and changeable needs of social interventions to be evaluated in a rigorous and systematic manner. Combining qualitative methods to address these questions acknowledges that the evaluation of effectiveness is comprised of different sorts of knowledge and requires different questions and designs to address them comprehensibly.
It is our argument that the adoption of a multiontological and multiepistemological approach allows for multiple realities and worldviews to be the focus of social-intervention evaluation. In the rest of this article, we describe how the use of multiple qualitative methods in evaluation can be an appropriate approach if it is considered within the appropriate evaluation context.
Pluralistic Qualitative Evaluation
Employing pluralistic qualitative approaches to explore how different evaluators and participants make sense of the data provides different ways of understanding data. Considered together, the layers of interpretation can provide an array of perspectives of participants’ accounts of their experiences. Considered separately, different interpretations of data can provide views from different dimensions, from which the one(s) of most relevance to the evaluator can be extracted. This can be particularly pertinent when the evaluation involves participants from different aspects of the program, each of whom may have different understandings of the value and purpose of the program and different interests in the outcomes of its evaluation.
Pluralistic use of qualitative methods in the conduct of an evaluation serves to highlight not only convergences but also divergences in the processes and outcomes of the evaluation. When findings do not concur or when they contradict each other, the evaluators are forced to ask why and to return to their choice and use of methods as a starting point to explore further. Qualitative methods do not seek to validate claims about what is true or real, and instead offer a gateway to understanding data and the meaning they hold for those who have supplied it from a range of worldviews and belief systems.
In an evaluation context, finding different aspects of the phenomena can be crucial to understanding the impact of a program fully and to informing its future development and application. Whilst offering a form of triangulation, one that values divergence rather than convergence, pluralistic qualitative evaluation can also enhance credibility by its use of different evaluators employing different methods. There is a demand for each evaluator to be accountable for their employment of a method and a responsibility to make his or her use of it transparent to the evaluation process. This is best achieved by showing the systematic application of the chosen model of analysis and the adoption of an open reflexive stance that clearly demonstrates how the outcomes are reached through analysis and interpretation. The discussion of the outcomes with fellow evaluators allows for further reflection and accountability and the positioning of the theoretical framework. A team of qualitative evaluators has to work together to agree on the role and status of each method used. Decisions have to be made at the outset of the process about whether the pluralistic use of the qualitative methods is integrative (equal status placed on each) or combined (identification of variables for measurement in a subsequent quantitative study) (Moran-Ellis et al., 2006). It clarifies the ways in which different readings of data are made and the impact of the evaluators and their role on these readings. It makes transparent the pathways the data analysis follows and so provides securely credible qualitative findings.
To illustrate how pluralistic qualitative evaluation can work to both evaluate a program and as an evaluation process, we discuss below a case study of youth participation in a youth inclusion program (Nolas, 2008).
Youth Participation in a Youth Inclusion Program
The Play On program (a pseudonym) is an ongoing national youth inclusion program in England. The policy focus on youth inclusion emerged as a response to growing social exclusion and in particular the number of young people who were not in education, employment, or training (so called NEETs). Play On operated in 20% of the most deprived areas of England. With similarities to youth-development programs in the United States, the program aimed to re-engage young people in education, employment, or training. It did so through the use of a relationship strategy, sporting, and other cultural activities, and role models. Unlike diversionary crime-prevention programs, which rely on short-term activities during school breaks, the Play On program operated year round and project workers focused on developing meaningful relationships with young people most at risk of embarking on criminal careers and drug use. With sports and other activities used as hooks, the program worked with young people on a long-term basis, with project workers acting as role models to the young people, supporting young people to turn their lives around and in turn to become role models for other young people in their community. Local projects were often delivered in partnership, with the strategic involvement of youth services, social services, the police, and the volunteer sector.
Beyond the three-pronged program strategy of relationships, sports, and role models, local projects were given the freedom to work with young people in context-appropriate ways, in doing so generating a range of heterogeneous small-scale local projects. These projects often reflected the needs of local communities in both inner-city, urban, and rural settings with differences ranging from demographic makeup of the local community to access to facilities and young people’s preferences with determined activity provision. The program’s departure from established diversionary methods made the program overall, new and innovative with regards to engaging with socially marginalized young people, breathing fresh air into older, though highly marginalized, practices of youth work (Nolas, in press). Furthermore, the local freedom that each project enjoyed meant that innovation was also rife at a local level, with engagement activities ranging from football to fly fishing and DJ-ing. Finally, the program operated in highly contested space in terms of its focus on young people’s inclusion. Young people, more than any other social demographic, raise a number of anxieties for policy makers and practitioners alike. Viewed as either risk makers or risk takers (Sharland, 2006), young people, especially young people who come from chaotic family backgrounds and stigmatized communities of geography and identity, are often caught between punitive and rehabilitative discourses of intervention. The program occupied, and continues to do so, the tricky terrain in an ever-shifting policy landscape that has swung from a preventative to a punitive discourse in the last 15 years (Haw, 2010; Nolas, 2008).
The evaluation study that we make reference to here engaged with many of these features of the Play On program (Humphreys, Nolas, & Olmos, 2006; Nolas, 2008). The evaluators responded to the small-scale nature of the local projects, and the contested nature of the discursive landscape, by designing a fourth-generation evaluation (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) that put young people at the heart of evaluation design. The evaluation was embedded into the everyday life of six local projects by providing young people with participatory video activities, which functioned as an activity, a reflective tool, and a data-gathering strategy. Young people were then supported in making a short 15-min audiovisual composition reflecting on the key issues in their area, their hopes and aspirations for the future, and the meaning of the Play On program for them. A screening of the audiovisual composition was then held to which other young people and relevant professionals were invited. Focus-group discussions with the young people were organized to explore their interpretations of the short films, and their experience of the evaluation process. At the same time professionals were interviewed formally and informally about their experiences of working with the young people, relevant policy and program documents were analyzed, as was program coverage in local and national print media, and an extensive field-note diary was maintained by the lead researcher over an 18-month period, reflecting on her experience of working with young people in a participative way (Nolas, 2011b). These data were analyzed with the use of a range of analytical strategies. Given her interest in the dynamics of participation, the evaluator drew on constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; R. M. Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995) to analyze processes and interactions across the range of data collected. A key feature of the data collected were stories—the stories young people created, the stories they told about their areas, the stories project workers told about the young people, and the stories told about young people in the public sphere through the media and official program documentation. These were analyzed with the use of a narrative analysis framework (Labov & Waletzky, 1967; Parker, 2005). Finally, the material was brought together through a conceptual framework that combined theories of symbolic interactionism (e.g., Mead, 1934), social practice (e.g., de Certeau, 1984), and feminist reflexivity (e.g., Gallop, 2002).
Foregrounding young people’s lived experience in the evaluation strategy attempted to give young people a voice and to challenge the binary language of risk makers and risk takers. As such, young people became authors (Humphreys & Brezillon, 2002) of their own experiences, thus intervening in the contested linguistic and practice landscape of youth inclusion. The team’s embedding in the local projects, the triangulation of methods, and pluralistic approach to data analysis enabled the evaluators to generate a rich multiperspective picture of young people’s lives, their communities, and their participation on the Play On program. This multidimensional understanding of the particularities of the context in which the social intervention was delivered enabled subsequent theory development about the necessary and sufficient conditions under which the program might achieve its aims and objectives. The resulting theory highlighted the temporal dimensions necessary for developing a culture of youth participation (Nolas, in press), the inclusionary as well as exclusionary dynamics of such cultures of participation (Nolas, 2011b), and the processes of identification involved in the lived experiences and practices participation (Nolas, 2011a).
Using a pluralistic qualitative approach, however, requires trade-offs. Given its focus on process, experiences, and interactions, the evaluation described above did not carry out any baseline or outcome measurement about young people’s achievements of, for example, psychological well-being, belonging, engagement in education, employment, or training, although such data were collected nationally by the program sponsors for auditing and monitoring purposes. The absence of these trends from the research narrative is limiting, because such trends can provide a bigger picture in which to situate the young people’s and project workers’ experiences. Furthermore, qualitative approaches, and pluralistic qualitative evaluation, might not be appropriate in situations in which more established interventions, with well-developed program theories, are being delivered to familiar stakeholders, in familiar contexts (e.g., the third or fourth cycle of a well-established parenting program in the same community, assuming parents experience similar difficulties as those of previous cycles). Rapid-response evaluations that do not allow the time for in-depth qualitative data collection and analysis would also make pluralistic qualitative evaluation unsuitable. Nevertheless, we would argue that although it may not be possible to operationalize full-blown pluralistic qualitative evaluation (PQE), a PQE mindset could serve as a useful heuristic and reminder, in any evaluation context, of the multiple and overlapping ways in which social reality is constructed.
Discussion
The example above illustrates how adopting a pluralistic qualitative approach to evaluation can enable rigorous small-scale, social-change evaluation. Through inclusion of the stakeholders alongside the reflexive input of the evaluator(s), this approach constitutes an inherent accountability and transparency. By combining worldviews brought by different qualitative methods and participants, space is made for divergent meanings to be surfaced in the data and different methodological perspectives to be brought to its interpretation. Different audience interests in process, salience, appropriateness, and satisfaction (Hansen & Rieper, 2009) are represented in outcomes that can be considered separately or combined to provide a more holistic view of the evaluation. By including a number of evaluators, as is often needed to ensure sufficient expertise in each method, complex research can be conducted, which arguably better represents the complexity of the social processes under evaluation.
The pluralistic qualitative approach resonates with the principles of transformative evaluation (Mertens, 2009), itself an antecedent of fourth-generation evaluation (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). This responsive, constructivist approach to evaluation develops through processes of iteration to access individual and group constructions of meanings of issues, claims, and concerns. Differences are addressed through evaluator-led processes of negotiation with the stakeholders. Fourth-generation evaluation assumes no certain truth and instead seeks to incorporate the range of worldviews brought by the stakeholders and evaluators to the project. Through a rigorous and accountable process of combining qualitative methods, the process becomes capable of flexing with meanings and perspectives brought to and emerging from the data. It does not seek to converge on one explanation. Thus this approach incorporates the issues, claims, and concerns of all the stakeholders and promotes a process that holds multiple worldviews and belief systems at its center.
With its focus on gaining more understanding of social processes and interactions, critical behavioral science recognizes the value of weaving qualitative methodologies into mixed-methods evaluation (Hesse-Biber, 2012). A pluralistic qualitative approach extends the range of an evaluation by providing a methodological framework for systematically analyzing different stakeholders’ perspectives. Importantly, PQE enables and tolerates these different perspectives and asks what can be learned from the tensions of difference. As program designers and evaluators alike seek to understand the complexity of human experience and action better, pluralistic qualitatively driven perspectives in mixed-methods approaches to evaluation offer a new theoretical lens for organizing these sense-making processes.
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